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1

Introduction

This study examines the development of preschool children’s perspective-taking as evidence for
their perception and interpretation of interactive communication. Children’s ability to take and
shift perspectives has been studied in various contexts (e.g. Clark, 1997; Selman, 1980). The focus
here is on children’s ability to take the point of view of diﬀerent characters (Bruner, 1986; KielarTurska, 1999; Veneziano and Hudelot, 2009), and more specifically to represent the characters’
perspectives as participants in a conversation. Previous research has shown that between ages 3
and 5, children begin to develop the ability to understand others’ mental states and points of view
(Piaget, 1932; Gopnik and Wellman, 1992) and gradually master the particularities of conversational
interaction (Tomasello, 2003). The present study examines how these abilities are manifested in
children’s use of complement constructions (Clark, 2009; Diessel, 2004; Limber, 1973) in a narrative
elicitation task (Berman and Slobin, 1994; Verhoeven and Strömqvist, 2001).
Narrative elicitation tasks have been shown to provide a rich and diverse source of data for investigating developmental trends. On the one hand, narrative elicitation allows speakers to express
themselves freely by describing characters’ speech and thoughts and making evaluative comments
on each given situation. On the other, narrative elicitation provides a common basis for comparison
between responses, since they can be evaluated in relation to a single stimulus (Bamberg, 2012;
Bamberg and Damrad-Frye, 1991; Berman, 1993; Holmqvist et al., 2004; Küntay and Nakamura,
2004; Slobin, 2004). This elicitation method was chosen here in order to compare the way that
children in diﬀerent age-groups respond to the open-ended task of recounting conversational interaction. The present analysis examines how children take perspectives in describing conversations
and the types of linguistic constructions they utilize for perspective-taking.
The linguistic constructions used to express speech and/or thoughts of characters are complement clauses, defined in general terms as encoding the content of the predicate of the main
clause (e.g. he said ‘I ate breakfast’ ; he thought that he ate breakfast; he asked if it was time
for breakfast). These constructions allow the speaker to choose not only the type of speaking or
thinking (e.g. say, ask, think, wonder ), but also the level of involvement in the event – by choosing between direct speech complements (e.g. he said ‘I ate breakfast’ ) and reported speech, and
between declarative (e.g. he thought that he ate breakfast) and interrogative form (e.g. he asked if
it was time for breakfast). Such constructions have been shown to occur in children’s speech from
around the age of two and a half (Clark, 2009; Diessel, 2004) and so are expected to be available
to preschool children when approaching a conversation recounting task. But is that all it takes to
recount a conversation? Consider the following conversational exchange between four characters.
(1)

Transcript of a conversation (from one of the cartoons used in the present study)
Character A: ‘I’m hungry’
Character B: ‘What time is it anyway?’
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Character C: ‘Breakfast time!’ (starts chewing his blanket)
Character B: ‘My tummy’ (rubbing her growling tummy) ‘It is breakfast time!’
Character D: ‘Piggy is right, let’s go see if breakfast is ready!’
And this is how a five-year-old, quite elaborately, recounted this conversation.
(2)

Example of a response recounting the conversation in 1
They were sleeping and the doggy woke up and sa, and then, I don’t know what
this one is, I think it was a chicken said ‘It’s breakfast time’. And then all the
friends said, ‘Yeah, he is right’, and then the piggy’s tummy was getting hungry,
so she said, ‘Oh, it sure is breakfast time, let’s go downstairs!’

It appears that even recounting such a simple conversation requires a lot. After presenting the
initial setting of the conversation – the characters waking up from their sleep – the child describes
who said what, and presents the sequence of speech in a meaningful order, with the accumulative
value added by each speech string: one character says it is breakfast time, followed by confirmation
from another character, and then a third character confirms again and oﬀers to go eat breakfast,
based on the fact that it is known that it is breakfast time. That is, recounting conversational
interaction necessitates the expression of the accumulative, unpredictable, and causal nature of
conversation (Clark, 1996). In order to reflect the accumulative nature of conversational exchange,
the speaker has to include the content of the speech of at least two (and in the case of (2) above,
three) speakers in the conversation. It therefore appears that two basic requirements in recounting
conversation are (a) using complement constructions to describe the content of the speaker’s speech
and/or thoughts, and (b) switching between at least two speaker perspectives in order to reflect
the accumulative nature of conversation. These two basic skills required to recount conversations
guide the categories of analysis in the present study, as elaborated below.

2

Method

The data for the study were elicited using a story retelling task. Each participant was asked to
recount five conversations presented in five short cartoons. Participant responses were analyzed
in relation to the type of linguistic constructions used and the number of speaker perspectives
represented, as described in Section 3.

2.1

Participants

Analyses cover data from 54 preschool children (age range: 3;4-5;4). An additional 11 children
were tested but did not complete the whole task, so their data were excluded from analysis. All
participants attended Bing Nursery School at Stanford University. They were tested individually
by the author.

2.2

Procedure and materials

Each child was invited into a quiet room with a small table with a laptop on it, and was asked to sit
across from the experimenter. The experimenter then told the child that she had lots of homework
to do with her headphones on, and therefore she could not watch (or overhear) the cartoons she
had on her computer. She asked the child if s/he was willing to watch the cartoons and tell her
everything that happened in them. If the child agreed to do so, the experimenter oﬀered to watch
one cartoon together before the child watched the rest of them on his/her own. After watching
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the first cartoon together, the experimenter demonstrated to the child how she would have told a
person who had not seen the cartoon what was happening in it, and let the child contribute what
s/he could to the retelling. After this training phase, the experimenter put her headphones on and
let the child watch the rest of the cartoons on his/her own. The child was instructed to raise his/her
hand at the end of each cartoon so that the experimenter would know to take oﬀ her headphones
and listen to the child telling her what had happened in the cartoon. Each cartoon included a ∼20second-long conversational interaction between two or more characters discussing events, thoughts,
or ideas they had (see (1)). The child was asked to tell the experimenter everything s/he could
remember after each cartoon. All sessions were videotaped by the laptop video camera.

2.3

Transcription and coding

All experimenter and children’s speech output was transcribed using the CHAT program (MacWhinney, 2005). Child utterances were coded for inter-clausal syntax and number of speaker perspectives,
as specified in Section 3.

3

Coding categories

The following coding categories were applied to all children’s responses.

3.1

Inter-clausal syntax

Analysis of inter-clausal syntax took into account all types of clause combining (i.e. coordinate
clauses, adverbial clauses, and relative clauses), with special attention to complement clauses,
defined here as encoding the content of the predicate of a preceding main clause. Such constructions were coded for the complement-taking verb (e.g. say, think, ask ), and the type of complement, including question complements (either wh-questions or yes/no questions), direct speech
complements, and reported speech complements (either introduced by the subordinator that or
zero-marked), as exemplified in (3).
(3)

3.2

Complement types demonstrated with examples from the database. Complement clauses
are bolded, and complement-taking verbs are underlined.
Complement Type
Example from Database
Q-Complement: Wh-question They wanna be characters, but they don’t know which character they wanna be. [girl, 5;0]
Q-Complement: Yes-no ques- They forgot if someone had eyes. [girl, 4;6]
tion
Direct Speech Complement
Piggy said she was hungry, and then the other people said ‘I
think Piggy is right, come on everybody.’ [boy, 3;11]
That-Complement
She throwed (=threw) away the other paper, and the frog
said that they can get her another paper [boy, 3;10]
0-Complement
They thought it was breakfast time, but it was, and they
were hungry. [girl, 4;4]

Number of speaker perspectives

In addition to syntactic structure, all child responses were coded for the number of speaker perspectives represented by the complement constructions. Consider again the following transcript of
a conversation shown in one of the cartoons presented to the children.
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(4)

Transcript of a conversation from one of the cartoons used in the present study, repeated
from (1) above.
Character
Character
Character
Character
Character

A: ‘I’m hungry’
B: ‘What time is it anyway?’
C: ‘Breakfast time!’ (starts chewing his blanket)
B: ‘My tummy’ (rubbing her growling tummy) ‘It is breakfast time!’
D: ‘Piggy is right, let’s go see if breakfast is ready!’

Children’s responses when retelling what they have just seen and heard in these cartoons were
coded as either: (a) not representing any speaker perspective, (b) representing a single speaker
perspective, or (c) representing two or more perspectives. (5) demonstrates these three types of
responses in retelling what happened in the conversation transcribed above in (4).
(5)

Response types in terms of speaker perspectives
a. Zero perspectives
‘They were just hungry for breakfast. And the baby was eating her blanket!’
b. Single perspective
‘It was breakfast time, and the frog said “Oh, yeah, Piggy’s right”, and then he’s going:
“Let’s go see if breakfast is ready.”’
c. Two (or more) perspectives
‘There was a pig who said, “It’s breakfast time”, and a frog said, “Piggy is right, let’s
go see if it’s breakfast time.”’

The response in (5a) does not include any description of conversation. The child does appear
to understand the content of the conversation – saying that the characters were hungry – but she
does not incorporate even a single speech string in her description. The response in (5b) does
include several complement clauses, but they represent only the speech of a single character (the
frog). Only in the response in (5c) does the child describe an interchange of speech between two
characters, thus representing a dynamic conversation. The three types of responses thus represent
three degrees of interaction description, ranging from non-representation of speech exchange, to
partial representation, to fully interactive representation of conversation. Below the results of the
study are presented in terms of children’s use of complement constructions and the number of
perspectives they represented in their responses.

4

Results

In order to examine developmental trends, results are presented here by three age-groups with 18
children in each group: Group A, with age range 3;4-4;0; Group B, 4;1-4;8; and Group C, 4;95;4. Each response was coded for the number and type of complement clauses and the number of
speaker perspectives represented by the complement clauses. This yielded a total of 270 responses
(18x5=90 per age group).
The proportion of complement clauses out of total clauses does not show a substantial increase
between age groups, as shown in (6) below.
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(6)

Percentage of complement clauses out of total clauses, by age group

In addition, the array of complement-taking verbs in Group A responses appears to be quite
diverse, and includes most of the verbs used by children in the other two age groups, as shown in
(7).
(7)

Complement-taking verbs across age groups (‘+/-’ = occurring/non-occurring in this age
group)
Verb
Group
A
B
C

say
+
+
+

think
+
+
+

see
+
+
+

check
+
+
+

know
+
+
+

like1
+
+
+

ask
+
+
+

forget
+
+

notice
+

tell
+
+

talk
+
-

The data in (6) and (7) show that there are no clear lexical or syntactic developmental trends
in the children’s use of complement constructions. Complements were used freely and introduced
by a variety of complement-taking verbs in all age groups. However, if we consider the levels of
perspective-taking represented by such complement constructions, we do find some developmental
trends. The graph in (8) below shows the proportion of each response type (zero-perspective, single
perspective, and two or more perspectives) in each age group.

1

like here refers to the complement-taking quotative element like, as in: He was like, ‘It’s breakfast time!’.
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(8)

Proportion of each response type (zero-perspective, single perspective, or two or more perspectives), by age group

The figures in (8) show the following developmental trends. First, the proportion of responses
representing zero speaker perspectives is high for Group A children (56%), but decreases with age
(37% for Group B and 29% for Group C). Second, the proportion of multi-perspective responses
(only 10% in Group A) increases with age, reaching 37% of the total responses in Group C. Third,
single-perspective responses are the most frequent in Group B, but their proportion decreases in
Group C, where they are slightly less frequent than multi-perspective responses.
These results show that while there is no age-related increase in the proportion of complement
usages or the diversity of complement-taking verbs, there are developmental trends in children’s
perspective-taking. The youngest children generally favor responses that do not include any string
of conversation. This result is relatively surprising, considering the fact that all cartoons showed
conversations. Yet the children in Group A manage to bypass the conversation, tracking on the
non-conversational events (such as the character chewing on a blanket, in (5a)) and describing them
in more detail. Moreover, it does not seem that Group A children do not understand the content
of the conversations in the cartoons – since they usually refer to the conversations’ content directly
(again, see (5a)) – but rather that they tend to avoid reporting the event in a conversation-like
pattern when retelling what they saw and heard. The children in the second age group (Group
B) favor single-perspective responses, so although they incorporate one or several strings of speech
in their response, they typically report speech by only one of the characters in the cartoon. This
response-type constitutes almost half of their responses, with a decrease in the zero-perspective
responses and a slight increase in the multi-perspective responses. This strategy shows that children
in this age group represent speech events as a pivotal element in conversation recounting, but still
struggle with representing an interchange of speech. The oldest age group (Group C) has the
highest rate of multi-perspective responses. Multi-perspective responses represent almost 40% of
their conversation recounting, and single-perspective responses represent a slightly lower proportion,
while zero-perspective responses make up less than 30% of the total. That is, Group C children still
use all three perspective-taking strategies, but tend to represent speech in their responses most of
the time, and represent speech interchanges markedly more than children in the other two groups.
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5

Discussion

The results of the study indicate that in this task of story retelling, the children’s responses do
not show syntactic development in terms of the proportion or the diversity of complement-clause
constructions, since even the children in the youngest age group use such constructions quite freely.
This finding is in line with previous research showing that children start using complement constructions before age three (Clark, 2009; Diessel, 2004). However, if we consider the function these
constructions serve in representing perspective-taking in conversation, we do see a developmental
curve that can be generally described as an increase in the number of speaker perspectives represented in retellings. In the children’s conversation recounting, they advance from not representing
any speaker perspective, to representing the perspective of a single speaker in the conversation, to
representing an interchange of speech.
Such development involves not only structural knowledge of complement constructions, but also
the cognitive abilities required to represent the interactional facet of conversation. This includes
the accumulative nature of conversation, where each string of speech is dependent on a preceding
string uttered by another participant, and adds more information (Clark, 1996), requiring the
child to construct the retelling of the event in a relatively constrained sequence. In addition to
this accumulative component, conversation recounting also requires the ability to take diﬀerent
perspectives on a single situation in a story (Duchan et al., 1995) which develops gradually during
preschool years (O’Neil and Shultis, 2007).
When recounting conversation, children must choose among the complement constructions available in their language, each of which poses a diﬀerent set of challenges. Unlike reported speech
(e.g. he said that he was hungry), direct speech complements (e.g. he said ‘I am hungry’ ) are
never introduced by a connective (that), and do not involve person or tense changes from the
original speech (’I am hungry’ ∼ he was hungry). In this sense, direct speech complements are
structurally simpler. However, recounting a conversation through direct speech complements also
requires the ability to portray several characters, which demands constant switching between different first-person perspectives. Reported speech complements, in contrast, although structurally
more complex (in terms of connective use and person and tense change) allow the child to describe
the conversation from a third-party point of view, thus saving the eﬀort of switching between different first-person perspectives. The two types of complement constructions can, of course, be used
in combination to emphasize certain speech strings or the emotional state of a character.
The complexity and variety of choices facing the child, even when recounting a relatively simple
situation such as a short conversation, may explain why the youngest children in the sample tend to
‘stick to the facts’ in each cartoon and avoid using complements; why the middle age-group children
choose to ‘hold on’ to one speaker only, and by this avoid switching between speaker perspectives;
and why the older age-group children use multi-perspective responses more frequently than the
children in the younger groups.
This gradual developmental pattern provides new evidence for the role of form-function relations
in language development: familiar linguistic forms gradually serve new functions, while familiar
functions are expressed by new forms (Berman, 1996, 2009; Slobin, 2001). These studies have
shown that although some forms emerge early on in children’s speech, they have a prolonged
developmental route in terms of the array of functions they serve. Children gradually master the
particularities of form-function relations in their language, and therefore the route to establishing
grammatical knowledge involves an interplay between cognitive development and the properties of
the ambient language. In the context of this study, the familiar forms of complement constructions
are gradually used to reflect the dynamic and accumulative nature of conversational interaction.
From this form-function point of view, these findings shed new light on the cognitive processes
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involved in constructing extended discourse, and especially in representing the multi-faceted nature
of conversation.
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